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.Abstract 
 
Green economy has become one of the most fashionable terms in global environmental public 
policy discussions and forums.  Despite this popularity, and its being selected as one of the 
organizing themes of the United Nations Rio+20 Conference in Brazil, June 2012, its prospects 
as an effective mobilization tool for global environmental sustainability scholarship and practice 
remains unclear. A major reason for this is that much like its precursor concepts such as 
environmental sustainability and sustainable development, green economy is a woolly concept 
which lends itself to many interpretations.  Hence, rather than resolve long-standing 
controversies, green economy merely reinvigorates existing debates over the visions, actors and 
policies best suited to secure a more sustainable future for all.  In this review article, we aim to 
fill an important gap in scholarship by suggesting various ways in which green economy may be 
organized and synthesized as a concept, and especially in terms of its relationship with  the idea 
of social and environmental justice.  Accordingly, we offer a systemization of possible 
interpretations of green economy mapped onto a synthesis of existing typologies of 
environmental justice. This classification provides the context for future analysis of which, and 
how, various notions of green economy link with various conceptions of justice. 
 
Keywords:  international environmental justice, green economy, social justice, sustainable 
development, Rio+20 
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1. Introduction 
The increasing attention given to “green economy” as a possible new pattern for the pursuit of 
economic development at national and international levels underscores the not infrequent claim 
that the prevailing model of global economic growth is unsustainable and in need of revision 
(Piketty 2013; Jackson 2009). Deep controversies remains inter alia over what degree of 
adjustment is needed, which policy tools are most adequate and who is best placed to lead such a 
transition.  
 Policy and scholarship debates around the green economy have so far covered the source 
of finance needed for transition (Mendona 2009), the best incentive structure for motivating 
investment and innovation (Anex 2000; Elzen, Geels, and Green 2004), the technological 
approach and tools most adequate (Chen 2008; Anex 2000), and appropriate governance options 
at national and global levels (Bumpus, Taney, Pérez Henríquez and Okereke 2015).  One of the 
central political questions about the green economy, and the question that impels this article, 
concerns its relationship with social and environmental justice.  While questions of justice have 
long been of concern to international relations scholars, these have certainly become amplified 
and more urgent in the context of the politics and law of international environmental agreements 
as several contributions to this Journal indicate (see e.g. Kemfert and Tol 2002; Ringius, 
Torvanger and Underdal 2002; Matsui 2002; and Grasso 2011).   
Debates about tools, polices and technology are often surrogates for deeper and more 
complex controversies about politics, power and justice (cf. Newell and Mulvaney 2013).  While 
the bourgeoning ‘just transition’ scholarship highlights justice and equity concerns in the context 
of green economy, there remains a dearth of literature specifically addressing how these two 
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concepts are connected. We suggest that a better understanding of the justice implications of the 
green economy requires first an integrative and systematic assessment of the different 
conceptions of the green economy and justice. This is because, much like precursor concepts 
such as environmental sustainability and sustainable development, green economy is an 
amorphous concept which lends itself to many interpretations.  In other words, contrary to 
impressions conveyed in some mainstream literature (e.g. UNEP 2011) neither green economy 
nor green transition is monolithic. Rather, each concept is contested and multi-dimensional. 
Similarly justice is a notoriously malleable concept with many theories and interpretations.  
The aim of this paper is to systemize key interpretations of green economy mapped onto 
a synthesis of typologies of social and environmental justice. This survey and classification 
should provide the context for more informed debate and analysis of the kind of green economy 
transition that should be promoted and how best to ensure equity and justice in the context of 
such a transition.  
 We begin by tracing the historical lineage of the concept of green economy, and then 
summarizing existing, if underdeveloped, categorizations of the green economy.  
We then present our own typology of green economy and the allied or corresponding conception 
of distributional justice based on an extensive survey of the literature. Our typology also 
indicates visions of institutions, type of politics and environmental philosophy that are associated 
with these categories.  
 
2. Origin and Emerging Categorizations of GE 
 Although the origins and essential foundations of green economy may be traced to the 
popularization of environmental concerns in advanced industrial society in the late 1960s and 
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1970s (Harper-Anderson 2012), green economy was first expressly invoked in the 1989 piece 
Blueprint for a Green Economy (Pearce et.al. 1989).  Michael Jacobs also employed the term in 
his 1991 book entitled “The green economy: Environment, sustainable development and the 
politics of the future”. By the mid-1990s, labour union representatives explicitly called for 
recognition of the potential of ‘green jobs’ to boost national and global economies (Stevis and 
Felli 2015).  Despite these efforts, however, the concept did not achieve wide usage.  Ecological 
modernization gained popularity in the late 1990s (e.g. Mol 1996) as a needed qualification of 
business-as-usual global capitalism.  This discourse entailed an emphasis on technological 
innovation to production techniques as a means of enhancing the environmental sustainability of 
economic activity.  Despite notional affinities with ecological modernization, green economy 
was still not widely and expressly invoked.   
 It was in 2008, in the context of the global financial and economic crisis that green 
economy gained its popularity (Runnalls 2011).  The principal impetus was the Green Economy 
Initiative launched by the United Nations Development Group, as one of nine UN-wide 
programmes to provide a UN response to the global economic crisis.   A major outcome of this 
initiative was the UNEP blueprint on a global green economy which was published in 2011. The 
popularity of green economy reached a new level with the concept being adopted as a key 
organizing theme for the Rio+20 Conference in Brazil, June 2012. 
 At the same time, green economy also began to attract renewed and strong academic 
interest. Notable treatments include an examination of the relevance of green economy for 
domestic policy in Bangladesh (Ahmed 2013), China (Caia et al. 2011), the Arab world (Abaza, 
Saab and Zeitoon 2011), Mexico (Barkin and Fuente 2013), Peru (Borg Rasmussen 2012), 
Ireland (Davies and Mullin 2011), Taiwan (Chao, Ma and Heijungs 2014), and Southern Africa 
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(Resnick, Tarp and Thurlow 2012).  Green economy has also been examined in the context of 
international finance (Carraro, Favero and Massetti 2012), greentech clusters (Davies 2013), and 
even the use of airspace (Rule 2011).
1
   
 By way of laying the foundation for our discussion on justice, we note that the academic 
and policy discourse on the green economy reveals a general recognition of the indeterminacy of 
the concept and some attempt to categorize it.  At least two categorizations are prominent: its 
transformative potential, and its relationship with sustainable development.   
 With respect to transformative potential at least three lines are discernible. The first is 
that which suggests that the green economy concept has radical transformative potential and is 
capable of inducing far reaching changes to the structure and practice of global capitalism. 
Bowen and Fankhauser (2011) argue that the green economy implies “a paradigm shift” and the 
need for “deep, structural and systemic” changes in the economy as opposed to the tinkering at 
the margins with which much of the extant literature on sustainability is associated (ibid: 1158).   
 
Fig. 1 Green Economy’s Transformative Potential 
 
In the second category, green economy is seen as having less transformative potential.  
Here, it is argued that the prior commitment to neoliberal capitalism implies that only marginal 
                                                 
1
 Green economy has recently and usefully been differentiated from concepts such as ‘Green New Deal’ and ‘Green 
Stimulus’ (Tienhaara 2014).  However, we do not take up these distinctions here because we believe the 
ramifications of each concept for justice are largely interchangeable. 
Radical 
Transformation 
• Steady state economy 
• De-growth economny 
Minimal 
Transformation 
• Green Business 
• Marginal abatements 
Zero Transformation 
• Business as usual 
• Concept is a ruse 
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changes can be expected.  Hence the green economy warrants little more than a continued 
progression of corporate activity towards more corporate social responsibility and green jobs. 
Barbier (2012) argues that the green economy – or at least the version that was articulated at the 
Rio+20 conference – was based squarely on the market model and would entail subordinating 
environmental sustainability to growth imperatives. This version, he argues cannot therefore 
countenance steady state or de-growth options. Similarly, Bernstein (2013) notes that insofar as 
Rio+20 sought to compromise and work with “features consistent with dominant liberal market 
norms” (14), ‘green economy’ is at best marginal, incapable of prompting real and lasting 
change.  
Thirdly, the green economy has been characterized as nothing more than a cover for 
business as usual.   In this view, green economy adds nothing but well-worn shibboleths to the 
debate over how to conceptualize the human-nature relationship.  It is at best an incidental and 
merely apparent restraint on the excesses of the global economic impact on environment and 
society, and at worst a defusing of the intensity of urgent calls for environmentally-driven 
change by government and corporate actors who stand to gain from public invocations of policy 
nomenclature while the fundamental substance and structure of the global economy remains 
largely untouched (cf. Benton 1999).  The emphasis on green growth is a false hope, and 
enduring environmental and social crises are in fact the result of the growth perspective (Jackson 
2009).  Green economy, in a principally free market modality, functions primarily to merely 
delay the inevitable social and environmental damage—indeed catastrophe—which will ensue 
when and if we fail to alter our prevailing economic direction (Evanoff 2011).  
 The second prominent way in which literature and public policy discourse have 
categorized the green economy is in terms of its relationship to sustainable development.  Here 
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again there are at least three distinct if sometimes overlapping classes. First, some have 
suggested that sustainable development is too broad and difficult to operationalize.  Here, the 
green economy is hailed as a needed replacement.  As the argument goes, green economy has the 
virtue of parsimony because it allows policymakers to focus on the economic pillar of 
sustainability (Borel-Saladin and Turok 2013: 213).  In this view, green economy—with 
encouragement and sponsorship—can bring about needed change. In any event and 
pragmatically speaking, framing sustainability in the context of economic growth simply makes 
more sense post-crisis, eliciting broader support than demands for radical-only change.  Thus 
green economy “is currently the most effective strategy for beginning to foster greater 
understanding and appreciation for the environmental and social problems facing us” (ibid: 218).   
 
 
Fig. 2 Green Economy’s relationship with Sustainable Development 
 
Second, green economy can be seen as a tool for achieving sustainable development.  
Here, the notional influence and stature of sustainable development remains paramount and 
green economy is seen as either augmenting, or a tool for achieving, global sustainability.  The 
UN Rio+20 Outcome Document is clear that sustainable development remains a central rallying 
point, seen as enabled and promoted by its sister concept – green economy (2012: 2 Para. 12; and 
Displacing Effect  
• Green Economny 
replaces sustainable 
development 
Facilitating Effect 
• Green Economny is a 
tool  for achiveing 
sustainable 
development 
Reinforcing Effect 
• Green Economny is 
co-extensive with 
sustainable 
development 
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9 Article III).  Similarly, the OECD has suggested that green economy should be seen as 
facilitating rather than as a replacement for sustainable development (OECD 2011). 
Third, green economy may be seen as synonymous and co-extensive with sustainable 
development. For these observers the two terms are largely fungible.  For example, Halle (2011) 
contends that green economy is merely a re-labeling of sustainable development. Similarly, 
Abaza et.al  (2011) suggest that  green economy really adds nothing new to the concept of 
sustainable development while Brockington  (2012)  characterizes the UNEP report as  
promoting “mainstream sustainable development” (411). 
 We contend that while these putative categorizations offer useful insights, a more vital 
question for the green economy is about its relationship with social and environmental justice.  
Questions of justice must be at the heart of any discussion on transition in so far as it is evident 
that one of the greatest weaknesses of the current development model is that it has permitted or 
even facilitated the expansion of significant inequality both within and between nations (Reiff 
2013; Picketty 2014; Sachs and Santarius 2007).  There is the need, therefore, to carefully 
consider if, where and how policies aimed at encouraging a greener economy can better take 
account of the full range of justice impacts and prospects such a transition would generate. In 
order to advance such a debate, it is important to synthesize front-running interpretations of 
green economy and the notions of justice they evoke. It is to this task that we now turn. 
 
 
3. Green Economy, Justice, and a Systemization of Views 
 The full range and variety of scholarly approaches to environmental justice in the context 
of environmental sustainability have been ably catalogued elsewhere (Dobson 1998; Harris 
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2010; Okereke 2008; Clapp and Dauvergne 2011; Ehresman and Stevis 2011; Christoff 1996; 
Okereke and Dooley 2010).  There are also several extensive treatments of conceptions of justice 
and their link with various international economic structures (Nagel 2005; Pogge 1989; Beitz 
1999; Kapstein 2004). However, we think that a more concentrated emphasis on green economy-
justice nexus is in order, particularly in light of the international momentum for transition to 
green economy.  Our survey has produced the following categories (i) Thin Green Economy/ 
Market Justice; (ii) Moderate Green Economy/Egalitarian Justice; and (iii) Thick Green 
Economy/Structural Justice. Our typology also indicates visions of institutions, type of politics 
and environmental philosophy that are associated with these categories. Although we have 
sought to provide a description of fault lines and contours for general demarcations, there is a 
need to recognize that some areas overlap. 
 We decided to steer away from the labels of 'weak' and 'strong'—to avoid the allusion 
that a 'weak' green economy denotes an overall weak economy. We also tried to not use concepts 
such as ‘shallow’ and ‘deep’—to avoid cross-meanings with the deep ecology literature.   
 
3.1  Thin Green Economy Perspective 
  The Thin Green approach suggests that green economy is a potentially useful corrective for 
industry and government to address the negative environmental impacts of industrial activity 
(van der Ploega and Withagen 2013). However, the idea that a green economy warrants the 
fundamental restructuring of the global economic system is rejected. According to this view, 
promoting economic growth remains by far the best approach for tackling poverty and 
inequality. It is contended that higher incomes and economic growth generally indicate 
increasing human welfare (Arrow et al. 2010) and are themselves instrumental in ensuring the 
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sustainable use of environmental resources (Hollander 2003).  The main drivers of 
environmental degradation are poverty, a lack of economic growth, and governmental policies 
such as subsidies and tariffs which distort the ability of trade dynamism to guide the economy 
and society towards the most sustainable use of resources.  
 Scholars proposing the Thin Green Economy approach are quick to point out that  
they are not opposed to the search for environmental integrity. In fact they maintain that 
environmental sensitivity makes good business sense. The problem, they say, is that we are not 
allowing the free unseen hands of the market to correct externalities and drive the environmental 
policies and practices of individual firms (Bhagwati 2004). 
 Thin Green advocates consider that the ‘truth’ in their arguments is best illustrated by an 
empirical look at the environmental and related economic trajectory in the industrialized North 
over the past two centuries (e.g. Lomborg 2001: 6ff), noting that in fact ambient conditions are 
overall improving (Easterbrook 1995, 2003; Simon 1996).  This relationship is modeled by some 
in the Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) (Bao 2008, Van Alstine and Neumayer 2008, Boyce 
2008).  Notwithstanding a vast literature on the putative validity of the EKC (see e.g. the recent 
review of work on the EKC in Chowdhury and Moran 2012), advocates of the EKC 
(notwithstanding a number of challenges to this view) point to the industrial world and note the 
vast improvements in air and water quality, sanitation, and the reduction of industrial pollutants 
which have materialized under the aegis of vastly increased wealth and individual economic 
welfare over the past 150 years or so.   
 Based on this, it is suggested that growth that does not harm the environment is possible.  
“The hope is that a Green New Deal which invests billions in projects that protect the 
environment will generate a triple whammy: growth in conventional income will get a boost and 
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will lead to lots of extra jobs; the protection of the natural environment will by itself not 
necessarily go at the cost of growth but may even enhance it and Green Growth provides a 
higher sustainability level for the global economy than business as usual” (van der Ploega and 
Withagen 2013: 117, emphasis original).  Correct pricing, valuation of nature and encouraging 
socio-technical technological innovation are the key tools to realizing this vision (ibid: 118).  
Clearly, then, the Thin Green approach rejects the notion of ecological limits, suggesting 
in the lineage of the ecological modernization discourse that technological solutions will be 
found to resource limits, and that history is replete with examples of the ways in which scarcity 
drove innovation and adjustment, to the betterment of humankind (e.g. Simon 1992).   
As to implications for international justice, dominant here is what may be most clearly 
referred to as 'market justice.'  In this view the core of justice is founded on individual rights 
(Nozick 1974), seen as including in particular property rights, which translates into economic 
rights.  An individual retains environmental rights to the extent they are consistent with 
economic rights, and in this approach the two are seen as complementary since the operation of 
market-based economic activity will produce the best long-term environmental outcomes.  The 
proper role of the state is limited to preserving these rights and protecting the fruit of their 
exercise (see e.g. discussion in Garcia 2003).  Justice, then is more an instrument of permission 
than of direction: permitting the market to continue in an only somewhat mitigated form with its 
fundamentals unchallenged and unaltered, and individual economic and thus environmental 
freedom impinged to the minimum possible extent.  Internationally the best result is for the 
global economy—in all of its domestic applications—to be allowed to rest on market liberal 
premises and to operate under that rubric. 
 3.2. Thick Green Economy Perspective 
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 The Thick Green approach is generally formulated as a counterpoint to the Thin Green 
approach, which is seen as the dominant paradigm (Barry 2012; Brockington 2012; Evanoff 
2011; Lorek and Spangenberg 2014). The Thick Green economy approach is premised on at least 
three related arguments. First is the view that there are hard and intractable limits to the natural 
resource base upon which the present developmental trajectory depends (Barry 2012; Jackson 
2009).  Here it is contended that many planets and several times the natural resource reserves 
known to exist would be required for the world’s poor to progress along the same path to 
consumption, wealth and waste as was followed in the industrial North.   
 Second, it is argued that the pace of production—a significant portion of which occurs 
with deleterious environmental consequences in the less-developed South (Evanoff 2011; Khor 
1996)—has facilitated high and unsustainable rates of individual consumption and waste in the 
North (Iles 2004; Princen, Maniates and Conca 2002; Cafaro 2005).   
Third and relatedly, the central causative or at least facilitative factor inducing 
environmental crisis is the global liberal economy with its unending quest for capital 
accumulation.  Western capitalism and its celebration of individual material preference, taste, 
and even obsession drive the excesses in and environmental impacts of the lifestyles in not only 
the industrial North, but also among elites in the global South.  Given this premise, Thick Green 
economy scholars contest the notion that change is meaningfully possible in a context of ever-
increasing consumption and expanding markets” (Brockington 2012, p.412).  The alternative 
model proposed is economic contraction, or “managed recession” (Brockington 2012, Kallis 
2011,  Schneider, Martinez‐Alier, & Kallis 2011).  
On this alternative model, the basic neoclassical premises that supply and demand justify 
an un-moderated range of market transactions in the name of individual liberty and maximum 
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overall systemic efficiency must be reconsidered.  Kosoy et.al. (2012), Davies and Mullin (2011) 
and Victor and Jackson (2012) among many others argue that the mainstream  conception of the 
green economy is entirely misguided insofar as it fails to adjust to the scientific evidence of the 
limitations of the endless growth paradigm.  In fact Kosoy et.al. (2012) suggest that the dominant 
notion of the green economy is hardly anything more than a repackaging of “Keynesianism or 
neo-liberal austerity” (2012: 74, quoting Kallis 2011).  They insist that “there are many essential 
human goals and common goods that cannot be adequately discussed using the language of 
economics” (ibid: 75). Davies and Mullin (2011) as well as Lorek and Spangenberg (2014), on 
their own part, attack the ecological modernization root of Thin and Moderate Green Economy 
for its neglect of nature conservation and its obsession with “developing the environment and 
stimulating innovation” (Davies and Mullin: 798).   
 Furthermore they argue that the so called Green New Deal is  somewhat illusory, as new 
green jobs will locate primarily in high tech sectors and such arenas of work can hardly benefit 
“those on the margins of mainstream economy”(Davies and Mullin 2011: 798). 
 Of the three Green Economy perspectives identified in the body of literature surveyed, 
the Thick Green Scholars are by far the most vocal in calling for a stronger attention to justice in 
the new global green economy transition.  We have labeled the form of justice implicated here as 
‘structural justice’ as what must be altered is the very foundation and structure of the global 
economy.  In their view, mere policy changes are incapable of adequately reorienting and 
realigning international capital to environmental and social justice needs. Victor and Jackson 
(2012) have criticized the version of green economy espoused by UNEP, arguing that it is far too 
moderate, growth oriented, and insensitive to the deep and inextricable links between equity and 
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environmental targets.  They contend that “a truly green economy is one in which social equity 
and environmental objectives are met” (ibid: 14).   
  Similarly, Wapner (2011) observes that “much of the world produces, buys, sells, and 
uses goods and services in ways that enhance injustice and undermine the organic infrastructure 
that supports life on earth”  (525).  He argues that anchoring the market solely to the forces of 
supply and demand makes it difficult to effectively project social justice and ecological issues.  
He says that under the mainstream green economy approaches, justice comes into play only in 
the most extreme circumstances where external actors have forced the issue. For Wapner, a truly 
green economy would entail embedding the global financial system in a socio-ecological 
context, where social justice and ecological concerns are taken up in an extra-market, 
empowered sphere.  
 In the same vein, Barkin and Fuente (2013) argue that by valuing nature purely in 
economic terms, mainstream green economy approach remains “firmly tied to global markets 
and prices with their mechanisms for concentrating wealth and power” (208).  Based on the 
analysis of community forest management in Mexico, they conclude that “environmental justice 
requires different paradigms and the incorporation of the producers themselves into the process” 
(Ibid). Davies and Mullin (2011) contend that questions of justice have so far been suppressed in 
the mainstream green economy transition process, which for the most part is “predominantly 
technical and financial rather than social or political” (794).  For Aşici and Bünül (2012), what 
might be needed is a more revolutionary eco-socialism approach that dethrones the reformist 
emphasis on renewables and the sort of green economy propounded by UN agencies which, in 
their view, is nothing more than “green capitalism” (296).  
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 Thick Green advocates thus call for more justice and democracy, “empowerment of 
marginalised groups, and international collaboration to solve the global environmental and social 
problems” (Lorek and Spangenberg 2014: 36).  This involves degrowth, rather than growth, and 
the valuing of non-market activities such as sharing and voluntary work.  These more socially 
embedded activities could be part of a social revolution that would re-establish “regenerative 
relationships with nature”—lessons that we would do well to learn again from more traditional 
cultures (Milani 2000: xxi).  And “the green community, characterized by freedom and equality 
among human beings as well as respect for non-human nature, is imagined as breaking free of 
the formal economy in favour of a self-sufficient informal economy.  This image, however 
utopian, is based on the contention that it is profoundly misleading to restrict the idea of 
economic activity to the formal economy” (Torgerson 2001: 477). 
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Fig. 3 Green Economy and International Environmental Justice 
 
 3.3 Moderate Green Economy Perspective 
 Occupying a middle ground between the Thick and Thin Green approaches, the Moderate Green 
Economy perspective recognizes that a purely market based approach is insufficient for securing 
global environmental sustainability and social justice. However, it rejects a wholesale 
abandonment of the prevailing economic system arguing that, with some significant reforms, the 
system is durable and sufficiently resilient to accommodate environmental and social justice 
concerns (Abaza, Saab and Zeitoon 2011; Ahmed 2013; Meléndez-Ortiz 2011; UNEP 2011).  
Moderate Green Economy scholars suggest that the urgency of, and brevity of time 
needed to address pressing global environmental, justice and human development goals do not 
warrant devoting effort in search of how to alter what is essentially a durable and fundamentally 
acceptable system (Halle 2011; Haas 2012; OECD 2011).  The best chance for success they 
argue lies in trying to find solutions from within rather than from outside the system (Newell and 
Paterson 2010). “It is eminently clear” says Halle (2011), with respect to neoliberalism, “that 
something new is needed, but it is not always easy to let go of the familiar” (473).   
Many in the Moderate Green economy approach contend either explicitly or implicitly 
that liberal economic and political values hold at a fundamental level the greatest promise for the 
emancipation of the global poor and oppressed (Pop, Dina and Martinc 2011; UNEP 2011), 
though Moderate Greens oppose raw neoliberalism as an undergirding premise for green 
economy (Bigg 2011; Borg Rasmussen 2012).   
 Abaza, Saab and Zeitoon (2011) tie the concept of green economy for the Arab world 
into the triple bottom line—an emphasis on simultaneously meeting economic, environmental 
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and social goals.  They suggest that “in contrast to mainstream economic planning, which deals 
with the environment in isolation, the green economy aligns the macroeconomic policies of the 
state with environmental and social policy goals” (xv).   Similarly,  in a study of shrimp farming 
in Bangladesh,  Ahmed (2013)  invokes a triple bottom line understanding of green economy 
suggesting that “the thematic focus of green economy is sustainable development [growth-
based], environment and poverty alleviation” (Ahmed 2013: 35).  For Charnovitz (2012) and 
Haas (2012) the hallmark of the new global green economy should be sustainable production and 
consumption. Similarly, Meléndez-Ortiz (2011) suggests that “by capturing the negative 
externalities of our natural resource use, our economic institutions and systems should be 
managed so that we can live off the dividends instead” (479).   
 Green economy scholarship in this strand adopts environmental economics as a standard 
guide for policy making while allowing that market instruments will not themselves always be 
adequate to chart a clear path forward. Business as usual is insufficient if green economy is to 
serve as a vehicle for ameliorative change (e.g. Bigg 2011: 460).  Critically, this model allows 
for government intervention at national and international levels and, as Borel-Saladin and Turok 
(2013) put it, fosters “an environment conducive to greener economic decisions from both the 
private sector and the public” (213).  
Because of the important guiding and interventionist role reserved for states in this view, 
a lot of emphasis is devoted to the search for the right institutions that can help deliver 
sustainability and social justice goals across various geographical scales. Puppim de Oliveira 
et.al. (2013) articulate this position well when they declare that “a green economy goes beyond 
simply greening parts of the conventional economy.  It will require a broader understanding of 
how the economy functions, including not only the appropriate pricing of environmental 
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externalities, but creation of the right institutions that steer the economy to lead to a fair 
distribution of the limited resources” (150).   
This scholarship is taken up in initiatives for crossing traditional institutional and 
conceptual boundaries in a form of 'earth system governance,' wherein the governing of 
environmental and thus economic systems transcends traditional understandings limited to 
hierarchical state function and process (Biermann 2002,  Biermann et.al.  2010).  Instrumental 
strategies may include strengthening international environmental law—public and private—and 
the institutional mandate and capacity of the United Nations Environment Programme (or even 
creating a supervening World Environment Organization, as the environmental counterpart to the 
WTO—see e.g. Biermann 2002).   
 In line with a core liberal philosophy, moderate green economy favours an amalgam of 
different forms of liberal egalitarian approaches to justice. This includes among other, Rawlsian 
egalitarianism (Harper-Anderson 2012, Ehresman 2010, Jones 2008; Pogge 1989; Rawls 1971; 
Dower 1998; Okereke 2008); capabilities approach (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2000, 2006); human 
rights justice (Woods 2006) and inclusive development.  
 Moderate Greens emphasize the existence of a moral link—indeed obligation—within 
and between countries (Dower, 1998).  They argue following Rawls’ established difference 
principle – that the inequality permitted within the global liberal economy must be seen to be 
acceptable only to the extent that the greater resources held by the more privileged are employed 
at a minimum to increase the level of absolute welfare of the world's poor, and where possible to 
narrow the inequality gap (Pogge 1989). For them closing this gap requires attention to both 
distributive and procedural justice within the global regimes of trade, investment, and 
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environmental policy making (Biermann et.al. 2012; Garcia 2003, 2013; Okereke 2008; Pogge 
1989).  
 This approach would embrace the call for a green economy as a welcome attenuation of 
raw economic pursuit, in the interest of seeking greater equity among nations economically and 
thus environmentally. Many in this approach would note that, despite its validity in some sectors, 
the EKC does not capture the extent to which cleaner environments in the North are premised on 
dirtier environments elsewhere in the world where the goods the North consumes are produced, 
and the fact that for some pollutants, such as carbon, there is no essential and automatic EKC 
downslope to hope for (World Bank 2012).     
 The capabilities approach to justice emphasizes the need to recognize and ameliorate the 
disparate capacity of individuals across borders in order to enable them exercise the rights and 
freedoms inherent in liberal precepts and assumptions.  If liberal propositions concerning the 
value and centrality of individual freedom and liberty are to be seen as valid within the specter of 
sustained inequity among nations and deplorable life chances for so many, some adjustment of 
the neoliberal vision is essential if the liberal model itself is to retain the intellectual pedigree of 
a worldview that is both honest and humane. 
    
4. Discussion 
 The outcome of Rio+20 suggests that the global community is equivocal on not only the 
prospects but also the very meaning of green economy, and the ways in which it implicates 
issues of justice.  While the Conference did not articulate a definitive identification of the 
meaning of green economy, a consensus emerged at that time regarding its place in the landscape 
of vocabulary, thought and debate regarding the global environment.  In particular, the Rio+20 
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Outcome Document, prepared and agreed upon at the Rio+20 conference and adopted by the UN 
General Assembly on July 27, 2012, reiterates the importance of a green economy as subsidiary 
to sustainable development more generally (UN 2012).  The Outcome Document further clarifies 
the needed focus going forward, identifying poverty eradication as the principal challenge facing 
the nations of the world today and an indispensable stepping stone to achieving sustainable 
development (Para. 2).  Recognizing that people are at the “centre of sustainable development,” 
the Outcome Document expressed commitment by states to “strive for a world that is just, 
equitable and inclusive” (Para. 6, emphasis added).  In so doing, the Conference representatives 
also expressly affirmed their ongoing commitment to green economy “in the context of 
sustainable development” (Para. 12).   Thus the global community may be seen to be settling on 
an understanding of green economy as a tool—a particular dimension—of sustainable 
development. 
 This affirmation notwithstanding, we hold that  the green economy discourse presents a 
unique opportunity to address justice concerns, if only because it has rekindled interest in and 
attention to the relationship among equity, economy and environment among actors at a 
multiplicity of levels of society—from the local to the global.   
   
5. Conclusion 
It is fair to surmise that the implication of green economy for global environmental sustainability 
discourse and practice remains unclear. The term remains subject to different interpretations in 
different venues, and is harnessed to widely differing policy aims and objectives.  Hence, rather 
than resolve long-standing controversies, green economy merely reinvigorates existing debates 
over the visions, actors and policies best suited to secure a more sustainable future for all.  We 
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have suggested that a key controversy surrounding the green economy is about how the concept 
relates to the idea of social and environmental justice.  Our systemization of possible 
interpretations of green economy, then, provides the context for future analysis of which, and 
how, various notions of green economy link with various conceptions of justice. 
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